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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 


This report examines the granting patterns to writers with primary lesbian and gay 
content of the six major private foundations that have supported fiction writers in the United 
States from 1990-1998. 

An analysis of the structures and patterns of funding indicates that: 


VY there is uniform exclusion of writers with primary lesbian content from 
foundation support; 


¥ anumber of foundations also systematically exclude writers with primary gay 
male content from foundation support. 


This report will also take a brief look at the role of foundation funding in developing 
notable writers in the U.S. and how the absence of foundation support for lesbian literature 
continues to hinder a significant segment of society from making their unique contribution to 


the cultural milieu. 


Lack of Funding for Writers With Primary Lesbian Content 

Literature by writers who are gay or lesbian does not necessarily contain explicit 
lesbian or gay content. Fiction writers are at different stages of claiming their sexual identity 
in the public realm, and at different stages of openness in dealing with lesbian or gay identity 
and same-sex relationships in their work. In examining the lists and fiction works of awardees 
since 1990 from the MacArthur Fellowship Program, the Guggenheim Fellowship Program, 
the Whiting Foundation Writers Program, the Lila Wallace/Readers’ Digest Writers Fund, the 
Lannan Foundation, and the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, we have found that 
lesbian writers who are not “out” personally and in their creative work are the most likely to 
receive funding. Almost every foundation that was examined funded women in this category. 

The second most likely group for support were women who were openly lesbian or bi- 
sexual in the gay and lesbian media, but who omit or deny their same-sex experiences in the 
mainstream media. None of these women had primary lesbian content in their work. They 
may have had secondary characters, sub-plots, coded or euphemistic content that could be 
read by a lesbian reader, but they hardly ever represented their own homosexuality on the page 
in the way that heterosexual writers currently represent their own feelings and experiences. 

The third most likely group for support were women who are openly lesbian or 
bisexual, but are primarily known to the mainstream for creative work with no primary lesbian 
content. In some cases these women's reputations were established before they came out as 


lesbians. In other cases writers were refused mainstream recognition until they published 


work with little or no lesbian content. 
The final category, women who are “out” personally and include primary lesbian 


content in their work, are almost completely excluded from foundation support. 


Board Composition and The Selection Process 

While these foundations exclude work that is openly lesbian in content, they are 
equally divided on gay male content. When a foundation excludes gay male content, they do 
so completely. When they support it, they do so systematically. Surprisingly, foundations 
with conscientious gender parity in grant-giving often completely exclude openly gay and 
lesbian work. 

In analyzing the make-up of the boards and selection committees of these 
foundations, some compositional influences were striking. Foundations with openly gay men 
on the board are no more likely to fund openly lesbian work than boards without openly gay 
men. In contrast, boards do not necessarily have to have openly gay male participants in order 
to fund gay male writers. When they are present, however, it seems that more gay men ate 
funded. To the best of our knowledge, one foundation that did have an openly lesbian board 
member succeeded in funding a significant number of women who are not “out.” But no 
openly lesbian work was supported. The presence of heterosexual women does not mitigate 
lesbian exclusion. 


Another observation about the selection process is that it is virtually impossible for 


openly lesbian work to be awarded on an internal, nomination-only basis. The only writer 
with primary lesbian content to actually get funded in the last five years, Blanche Boyd, was 
awarded a Guggenheim through an application-based process. The other five foundations 
rely exclusively on an internal nomination selection process, and these have uniformly 
excluded USS. lesbian work from support. Since a number of gay men first received 
Guggenheims and then received Whitings, one conclusion is that being awarded an 
application-based grant opens the doors to being awarded internal, nomination-only based 
grants. As a result, the exclusion of lesbian content from application-based foundation awards 
seems to guarantee the exclusion of lesbian content from internal, nomination-only based 


grants. 


Quality and Experience 

Clearly, no one believes that the boards of foundations consciously decide to punish 
writers for being “out” in their work. Certainly, all judges would claim that they make awards 
solely on the basis of quality. But the lack of deliberate malice only reveals how insidious and 
unconscious this exclusion has become. It seems impossible that coincidentally, almost none 
of the women with primary lesbian content in the U.S. are good enough writers to merit 
financial support. Therefore, we must conclude that the mere evidence of lesbian content 
lowers the merit of the work in the minds of the judges. 


Simultaneously, we noticed that a number of gay men are substantially funded at early 


stages of their careers, despite their low numbers of published works. A number of significant 
grant recipients began being funded after only one publication; few had more than two. In 
stark contrast, there are significant writers of primary lesbian content with six or more 
published works who have never received foundation support. Examples include Rebecca 
Brown, Jennifer Levin, Sarah Schulman, Jacqueline Woodson, and others with significant, but 
lesser number of works. 

What follows is a tabulation of the fiction granting pattern of six major supporters of 


independent fiction writing in this country. 


TABLE 1. The MacArthur Fellowship Program (Internal Nomination Only) 
MacArthur Fellows in Fiction, 1990-1998, with primary gay or lesbian content: 


Men Women 
1990 Guy Davenport None 
1991 None None 
1992 None None 
1993 None None 
1994 None None 
1995 None None 
1996 None None 
1997 None None 
1998 None None 


TABLE 2. The Guggenheim Fellowship Program (By Application) 
Guggenheim Fiction Fellows, 1990-1998, with primary gay or lesbian content: 


Men Women 
1990 None None 
1991 None None 
1992 Matthew Stadler None 
1993 Michael Cunningham Blanche Boyd 
1994 Randal Kenan None 

Dale Peck 
1995 None None 
1996 None None 
1997 None None 
1998 None None 


TABLE 3. The Whiting Foundation Writers Program (Internal Nomination Only) 
Whiting Fellows in Fiction, 1990-1998, with primary gay or lesbian content: 


Men Women 
1990 None None 
1991 None None 
1992 Robert Jones None 
1993 None None 
1994 Randal Kenan None 
1995 Michael Cunninghain None 

Matthew Stadler 
1996 None None 
1997 Anderson Farrell None 
1998 to be announced to be announced 


TABLE 4. The Lila Wallace/Readers’ Digest Writers Fund (Internal Nomination Only) 
Lila Wallace Fiction Fellows, 1990-1998, with primary gay male or lesbian content: 


Men Women 
1990 None None 
1991 None None 
1992 None None 
1993 None None 
1994 None None 
1995 None None 
1996 None None 
1997 None None 
1998 Jim Grimsley None 


TABLE 5. The Lannan Foundation (Internal Nomination Only) 
Lannan Fiction Fellows, 1990-1998, with primary gay male or lesbian content: 


Men Women 
1990 None None 
1991 None None 
1992 None None 
1993 None None 
1994 None None 
1995 None None 
1996 None None 
1997 None None 
1998 to be announced to be announced 


TABLE 6. American Academy of Arts and Sciences (Internal Nomination Only) 
American Academy Fiction Fellows, 1990-1998, with primary gay or lesbian content: 


Men Women 
1990 None Jeanette Winterson 
1991 Alan Hollinghurst None 
1992 None None 
1993 James Purdy None 
1994 Daryl Pinckney None 
1995 Jim Grimsley None 
1996 Larry Kramer None 

Randall Kenan 
1997 None None 
1998 None None 


CONCLUSION - The Impact of Foundation Exclusion on the 
Development of Lesbian Literature 


In the current climate of conservatism and niche-marketing, literature with primary 
lesbian content is being increasingly marginalized. There are many factors contributing to this 
process, including marketing aimed only at gay and lesbian readers, low advances, low sales 
expectations by publishers, quota systems in review venues, segregation in chain stores and 
other issues, all of which deserve in-depth study. However, in this report we have focused 


exclusively on the absence of foundation support. 


When such a significant force systematically withholds support from lesbian literature, 
there are concrete results. Most importantly, writers are financially pressured to drop the 
lesbian content from their work in order to be able to earn a living. Second, they are 
excluded, not only from financial support, but also from the prestige and recognition these 
foundations represent. This has impact, not only on their ability to write, but also to get 
teaching jobs, and to have cultural influence. Third, given the growing constrictions on 
publishing, writers must now present manuscripts to agents and publishers at a higher stage of 
development than a mere five years ago. This means that literary writers must independently 
fund the development of their fiction projects for longer periods of time before they are ready 
to be sold. Without crucial pre-publication financial support, fewer and fewer writers with 
openly lesbian content will be able, financially, to bring their manuscripts up to this new 
standard in preparation for sale. Not only will this disproportionately silence writers without 
independent means who ate committed to openly lesbian content, but it will dissuade younger 
writers from being out in their work. 

Consequently, the long-term result of this continuing exclusion is that fewer writers 
will be able to withstand the pressure and retain openly lesbian content, while those who do 
will increasingly be unable to write and publish. While the individual writer will be unduly 
burdened, and perhaps dissuaded, the greater potential loss is to the reader and the public at 


large. 


